North Bay Horticultural Society Notes on Growing Herbs  

Seedlings

If started by seed, more varieties are available though seed catalogues, compared to local garden centres.
Start inside 8 – 12 weeks before planting

Put drainage materials (i.e. clay pot shards, pebbles, chicken grit) at bottom of pots.

Good indoor soil mixture, 1 pt. sand, 1 pt. perlite, 1 pt. potting soil, well moistened

Under lights, 2” above plants, well ventilated, 14-16 hours of light per day

Fertilize with fish emulsion after 2nd set of leaves emerge

Planting

Plant near you door for easy access.

Lots of compost in soil dug to 12 “.

Good drainage, organic enriched loam, but with gritty as well (2 types of chicken grit available at Burrows).

Plant outside when soil is workable, except for basil, which is very susceptible to frost (late June).

Space your plants for good air circulation.

Watering

Keep moisture level even by adding 1” water per week. Use rain gauge, then supplement by watering if necessary. It is best to water in the early morning, as diseases may develop on foliage if wet during cooler nighttime temperatures. Do NOT mulch.
Fertilizing

Every 2 to 4 weeks using compost, or fish emulsion, no more half strength of recommended formula.

Pests

Pests prefer the tender new tips so check both sides of leaves a couple of times a week.

Insecticidal soap or 40 parts water, one pt. dish soap, sprayed on for 15 mins., then rinse off,  3 times in a 10 day period, often works. Does not harm animals or bees.

Nana’s bug juice: 2 crushed cloves of garlic, cayenne, 1/2c. water of cider vinegar; mix together, strain with cheese cloth or strainer, put in mister and spray every three days or when necessary

Harvesting

The best time to pick herbal bounty for winter storage is a sunny morning after the dew has dried, but before the sun has had a chance to warm them, because the essential oils are at their peak in the dry of the morning. 

Herbs are at their peak before the flowers form (before their energy goes into seed production). Avoid heavy harvests of perennials herbs during the first year of growth, so their energy will be used to establish good roots. You can trim lightly to promote bushiness.

Once herbs are established, you can harvest 1/3 of the growth mid to late summer. Stop cutting 40-60 days before you expect the first frost. Herbs need plenty of foliage and fall sun to store adequate food for winter survival and spring’s new growth. Ideally, drying can be done in a dehydrator, but can also be done in a low (150(F) oven spread out on baking sheets. Also, a dry, dark place with good ventilation works well. Herbs can be hung on clothes hangers, or on top of screens covered with paper towel to prevent blowing off. 

For microwave drying, wash the herbs, pat them dry, then place on a double layer of paper towels. Cover by a single sheet. .Microwave on HI for two minutes, checking every 30 seconds and turning over to ensure even drying. Cool. Alternately hang to dry upside down  in warm dry airy place.

When herbs are completely dry, strip leaves from stems. Store in airtight glass containers or resealable plastic bags away from the light.  Crumble only just before using.
Storing Fresh Basil

Fresh basil should not be placed in the refrigerator; it is too cold for its tender leaves. Instead, place the stems in water on the kitchen counter and it will sit happily for a week.
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